Economic characteristics of households are an important component of their socioeconomic environment. However, they are often given short shrift in surveys because survey designers believe that other measures of socioeconomic status (e.g., education) render them redundant, respondents will not answer such questions truthfully, and they may lead some potential respondents to drop out of the survey altogether. We argue that the conventional wisdom regarding survey questions on economic characteristics is wrong. We explain the conceptual distinctions among various economic measures, summarize survey methods that maximize data quality and present recommendations of specific sets of questions that gather the needed data.
Income, Wealth and Labor Supply

I. Introduction
Economic characteristics of households --in particular income, employment and wealth --are often crucial for understanding child and adult health, well-being and behavior. However, most survey studies devote little time to questions on these topics, either because their designers believe that other measures of socioeconomic status (e.g., education) render them redundant or because they fear that respondents will not answer such questions truthfully. Moreover, economic questions are thought to compromise data quality by prompting some potential respondents to drop out of the survey altogether.
We contend that the conventional wisdom regarding survey questions on economic characteristics is wrong. There are many examples of successful surveys that gather high-quality income and employment data without suffering unduly from high rates of either item or case nonresponse. As with most topics, there are principles for doing it right, which in the case of economic data involve: i) motivating both respondents and interviewers; ii) probing reluctant respondents with easier-to-answer follow-on questions; iii) asking questions that do not overburden respondents' memories; and, of course, iv) asking about conceptually appropriate economic components.
In this article, we first explain the conceptual distinctions among various economic measures. We then summarize methodological evidence regarding the quality of these data and survey methods that maximize data quality. We conclude with recommendations of specific sets of questions to be added to existing surveys, depending upon the amount of time available to devote to questions about the economic characteristics of households.
II. Conceptual considerations
Research on socioeconomic status (SES) reveals crucial conceptual and empirical distinctions among such components as occupational categories, characteristics, class and prestige; years of formal education; individuals' labor-market earnings; household income and wealth; and areal measures such as the poverty rate in an individual's neighborhood. Krieger, Williams and Moss (1996) provide a comprehensive review of SES concepts in the context of health research. Entwisle and Astone (1994) and Hauser (1994) provide recommendations for question wording for developmental studies interested in gathering traditional measures of socioeconomic status. Neither of these reviews focuses on the economic component of SES.
Distinctive among the economic components covered in this article are the following:
Household income --the sum of income from all sources received by all members of the household over some time period, typically the calendar year or month prior to the interview. When combined with a measure of household wealth (see below), a household's income measures its command over material resources. Division of household income by household size or, better yet, a poverty threshold based on household size 1 produces a more refined measure of its per capita command over resources. Income is surprisingly volatile from one month or year to the next (Duncan, 1988) , so questions about "usual" income are ill-advised (Rogers et al., 1993) and an annual (or multiyear) income measure often has much greater explanatory power than a monthly (or single-year) measure (e.g., as with the Starfield et al. 1991 study of low birth weight and the Miller and Korenman 1994 study of physical development).
Wealth --the point-in-time "stock" of a household's financial assets, including both "liquid" forms such as money in a savings account as well as "illiquid" forms such the net equity tied up in an owned home. Wealth is the net amount held in accounts and assets --the difference between the market value of that asset and whatever remaining debt the household owes on that asset. In contrast to income, which consists of a flow of resources over some time period, wealth is a "stock" concept and makes sense only at a distinct point in time. Income and wealth are positively correlated but distinct, as can be seen most readily in the case of an elderly individual with a low cash income but substantial wealth, in the form of net equity tied up in an owned home.
Labor-market earnings --the sum of income an individual receives from an employer or from all employers over some time period, typically the calendar year or month prior to the interview. Earnings of self-employed individuals are somewhat problematic, since business revenues are a mixture of returns to the individual's labor as well as capital investments.
Labor supply (work hours) --the sum of the hours an individual works for an employer or for all employers over some time period, typically the calendar year, month or week prior to the interview. It is often valuable to divide time spent not working into unemployment (not working but actively seeking employment) and time spent out of the labor force altogether.
Hourly wage rate --earnings per hour worked, often obtained by dividing labor-market earnings received over some time period by the total number of hours worked during that time. Workers paid by the hour have an hourly wage rate that may differ between regular and overtime hours. Conceptually, the wage rate is quite distinct from labor-market earnings, since the former is the ratio of earnings to hours worked. The wage rate is often conceived as a measure of the stock of economically valuable skills acquired before (e.g., through formal schooling) and during (e.g., through on-the-job training) adulthood. As such, it reflects the value of human "wealth" (human capital) and complements the concept of financial wealth. Although individuals not currently working have zero labormarket earnings, they still have a positive wage rate -the amount per hour they could earn if they did work. Observed or imputed wage rates are often conceived as general measures of the productivity of an individual's time, both in and out of the labor market.
III. Methodological insights
A great deal of methodological work has been conducted on the quality of economic data gathered in surveys, the most important conclusions of which are the following:
Interviewer and respondent motivation. No survey collects complete data from all of its respondents, but some have been remarkably successful at gathering economic information. Since it is clearly preferable to gather data directly from respondents rather than concocting it through some imputation scheme, the first priority is to minimize missing data in the first place (Groves and Couper, 1998) . Rates of missing data on income questions range from 2 or 3% in surveys such as the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) and Health and Retirement Survey to 40-50% in other surveys. Rates of missing data on wealth questions can range from less than 10% for housing wealth to more than 40% for stocks and bonds (Juster and Smith, 1997) . Steps to minimize item nonresponse include:
Motivation. Motivate respondents through an introductory letter and information provided by knowledgeable interviewers to appreciate the importance of economic data for the study and to understand the steps that will be taken to preserve respondent anonymity. Motivation can also be increased through commitment and feedback techniques (Cannell et al., 1981) .
Respondent selection. To the extent possible, select the most knowledgeable respondent in the household to provide information about the economic status of the household. Parent are obviously much more knowledgeable about many of these matters than are their children. On the other hand, for information about the earnings and work hours of adolescent and young-adult children in the household, the children themselves are the best reporters (Moore, 1988) . To minimize proxy reports, some surveys (such as the Survey of Income and Program Participation) interview all adults age 16 and older in the household.
Interviewer training. Train interviewers to expect that they will be able to obtain valid responses to questions and that it is crucial that they do so. Interviewers expecting respondents to refuse to answer economic questions will often get refusals, while interviewers who believe that respondents can be persuaded to provide the information and who realize how important valid information is to the survey will usually get the needed information. More generally, techniques such as rapport building and use of nondirective probes to obtain more complete answers ought to be standard features of interview training (Fowler, 1990; Fowler and Mangione, 1990 ).
The utility of "unfolding scales" for "Don't Know" or refusal responses. Some surveys attempt to minimize respondent reluctance to answer economic questions by presenting them with a list of dollar categories from which respondents make a selection. It is probably better to ask first for an exact dollar amount response to an income or wealth question, since most respondents are willing to provide such a response and such responses are much more valuable analytically than are responses to a small set of income or wealth categories.
However, a categorical approach does have its uses. An important technique for minimizing item nonresponse to income and wealth questions is to follow up "Don't Know" and even refusal responses with what is called an "unfolding scale" in which respondents are asked a short series of yes-no questions regarding amounts. For example, "Don't Know" responses or refusals to questions about household income can be followed up with the following set of questions: "Is your annual income from work more than $20,000?" (IF YES) "Is it more than $40,000?" (IF NO) "Is it less than $10,000", etc.
The analytic value of responses to these categories is high (Juster and Smith, 1997) . Experience shows that respondents who say "Don't Know" often have a general idea of the amount requested, but respond "Don't Know" because they do not know the exact dollar amount. (On the other hand, individuals who repeatedly respond "Don't Know" to a series of economic questions are likely to be genuinely ignorant of their precise situation). An unfolding scale shows respondents that an approximation constitutes a legitimate response; they are often quite willing to respond to a few unfolding questions (Juster and Smith, 1997) . In the case of refusals as well, experience shows that a surprising number of respondents who refuse to answer the initial exactdollar-amount questions are quite willing to respond to a short set of unfolding questions.
The utility of asking about components. Insights from cognitive science have improved the quality of data coming out of surveys (Sudman et al., 1996) . Income and wealth are composite measures for which components (e.g., earnings or transfers in the case of income and savings or debt in the case of wealth) must be summed across family members. It is easy for respondents asked only for total income or wealth to forget some of the components or to misunderstand that a given component (e.g., financial help from friends or relatives in the case of income) is to be included in the total.
Naming individual components or asking for person-specific amounts is likely to improve the quality of the data collected, but will take up more interviewing time. Questionnaire designers need to judge when the likely quality increment of additional details is eclipsed by the value of the information that would have been provided by forgone questions on other topics.
Time frame of reference. The temporal frame of reference for questions about "stocks" of wealth is almost always the point of the interview. In the case of "flow" concepts such as income or work hours, the frame of reference varies and could encompass: i) the previous calendar year; ii) twelve months prior to the interview; iii) the week or month prior to the interview; or iv) the "usual" amount. (Calendar years prior to the immediate past one are also candidates, but methodological work suggests that the quality of such data is unacceptably low.) Everything else being equal, it is best to use a common frame of reference for all of the flow concepts.
From a conceptual point of view, there is no single "best" time frame. An assessment of the effects of a recent welfare reform on family income or labor supply may need a very short-run time frame (e.g., last month), since longer frames such as the previous calendar year may include too much time before the reform was initiated or fully implemented. On the other hand, monthto-month fluctuations in income or labor supply argue for the higher quality of a longer-run frame, such as the previous calendar year, for longer-run outcomes like achievement, health and behavior. The Survey of Income and Program Participation opts to collect monthly economic data but reduces recall error by conducting surveys every four months.
Evidence from validation studies show that the previous calendar year is by far the most reliable frame of reference for gathering data on labor-market earnings and work hours from a cross-sectional survey. Rodgers et al. (1993) conducted telephone interviews with a sample of workers from a cooperating firm and then correlated interview responses with corresponding amounts from company records. Correlations between interview and record sources for earnings in the previous calendar year and most recent pay period were .79 and only .60, respectively. Correlations between interviews and records for reports of "usual" earnings were the lowest of all (.46).
2 Thus, in the case of earnings (at least for the fairly steadily employed workers in the validation study sample), the prior calendar year appears to be the reference period of choice.
In the case of work hours, Rodgers et al. (1993) found fewer differences (.72, .61 and .61, respectively) in interview-record correlations across the "last calendar year," "last pay period" and "usual" question wording, but "last calendar year" remained the time frame of choice. In the case of earnings per hour, the respective correlations --.61, .38, and .23 --were disturbingly small but still favored the last-calendar-year reference period.
What might be causing these patterns? A prominent possible explanation is that the US tax system delivers an annual (W-2 form) accounting of earnings to workers every year, which is reviewed by many of them as they prepare their income taxes.
3 Providing data on "last month's" earnings is difficult for someone who is paid weekly or biweekly, since a typical month has 4 1/3 weeks. Seasonal or otherwise irregular patterns of work make it especially difficult for respondents to provide accurate answers to questions about the particular 12-month period prior to the interview. Since many respondents will have access to employment records, such as a W-2 form, interviewers should encourage respondents to use records whenever possible to obtain the highest quality data. In fact, the standard interviewing procedure of the U.S. Bureau of the Census encourages the use of pay stubs, bank statements and tax returns (Jabine, 1990) .
The utility and quality of event-history information. There are formidable analytic advantages to measuring economic and demographic information on a more or less continuous basis (Allison, 1984) . In the case of demographic events involving births, marriage or other household composition changes, information needs to be gathered on the dates of births, marriages, divorces and other departures of household members. In the case of labor market events, this means gathering information on the timing of job changes and periods of unemployment. For household income, this means gathering information on the timing of the receipt of various sources of household income.
Fortunately, gathering some kinds of monthly information often adds relatively little to the length of the questionnaire. For example, suppose one wants a monthly event history of Supplemental Security Income receipt (but not the monthly amounts received) over the calendar year 1999. Asking "Did you receive any income from SSI in 1999?" will produce many quick "no" responses, eliminating the need to ask most respondents the follow up event-history question "In which months of 1999 did you receive that income?"
The difficulty in gathering this kind of information lies in the fact that people's memories are quite unreliable in recalling the timing of past events. Data from record-based validation studies show severe bias in episodic recall of seemingly salient events such as unemployment or doctor visits (Mathiowetz, 1994) . For example, Mathiowetz (1986) compared survey reports of unemployment of workers from a single company against the company's employment records. She found that about two-thirds of the unemployment spells reported in the company records in the 30 months prior to the interview were not reported in the interview, although reporting was considerably more accurate if the interval between the unemployment spells and the interview was shorter. Loftus et al. (1991) found that fewer than 40% of specific visits to doctors in the past 12 months were recalled accurately. Waksberg and Valliant (1978) found that over 50% of minor product-related injuries were not reported after six months, while the passage of time had almost no impact on the reporting of serious injuries in their study. The quality of event-history data can sometimes be improved by asking the relevant questions in a calendar format in which various events can be cross-referenced (Freedman et al., 1988) .
Data processing. The quality of economic data gathered in surveys can also be enhanced in a number of other ways. For pencil-and-paper studies, encouraging interviewers to take notes in the margins of the questionnaire helps data editors determine answers or produce better imputations. This is especially important if the time frame of the question does not fit the mindset of the respondent. For example, if the questionnaire asks about earnings per week or month and the respondent is paid every two weeks, then the respondent should be encouraged to provide the every-two-week response, written in the margin by the interviewer, with some kind of data-editing step performed during processing in which this marginal-note information is reviewed.
Surveys conducted with computer-assisted methods can improve the quality of their economic data with range checks to flag possibly erroneous extreme data and consistency checks across logically-connected questions (e.g., positive labor income and positive work hours; Nicholls et al., 1997) .
If the questionnaires of otherwise cooperative respondents are missing key data because of interviewer error, then such respondents can often be recontacted (by phone if possible or in person if necessary and feasible) to see if the missing data can be obtained. If not, an array of schemes can be employed to impute missing values (Little and Rubin, 1987) , although here again we note the utility of imputations that take advantage of response to "unfolding" scales (Juster and Smith, 1997) .
IV. The long and short of it
We provide below explicit recommendations about wording for survey questions on income, earnings, work hours and wealth. To the extent possible, we have adapted our questions from those asked in national surveys, in particular the Current Population Survey (CPS). Each month, the US Census Bureau surveys nearly 60,000 CPS households for monthly labor-force information. In addition, every March, they collect annual income and poverty statistics from these households. Data from this survey are published frequently and the data themselves are available for downloading from the Bureau of Labor Statistic's web site. Thus, surveys that include CPS questions can compare their responses to those of a nationally representative sample.
We begin in Table 1 with a very short list of questions about household income and wealth and individual earnings and work hours. In the case of wealth (question B), we have opted to include questions only on housing wealth --the amount of money tied up in an owned home --since, apart from difficult-to-report pension wealth, it is the dominant form of wealth for most households. It would also be possible to ask a single global wealth question, but it is unlikely that the data would be as reliable as that gathered from this question on housing wealth. 4 More detailed wealth questions are presented in Table 4 .
In the case of work hours and earnings we have included in Table 1 questions with two frames of reference. Question C asks about labor supply over the previous calendar year, while Question F uses the week prior to the interview as the reference period. Information from questions C, D and E can be combined to produce a measure of average hourly earnings (i.e., E divided by [C times D]) over the previous calendar year. Question(s) G provide a current measure of hourly earnings.
The single family income question in Table 1 is likely to provide low-quality data since the typical household has several people receiving income from several sources. Tables 2 and 3 present more detailed versions of questions about household income. In Table 2 , four questions are asked about each adult member of the household. In Table 3 , 18 questions are asked about each adult household member. In both cases, the questions use a previous-calendar-year reference. "Last month" could be substituted for calendar year if desired.
The detailed wealth questions listed in Table 4 take about eight minutes of interviewing time to administer to a national sample. A low-income sample would take less time with these questions since they have fewer wealth components.
Detailed questions on labor supply are listed in Table 5 . They should take about five minutes of interviewing time to administer to working respondents and provide both calendaryear and event-history information on crucial aspects of work behavior.
V. Closing remarks
Economic data can enhance the analytic value of surveys focused on other topics. In contrast to the conventional wisdom, experience shows that asking questions about economic topics need not threaten response rates nor be met with hostility. We have included sample questions on key economic components --household income, wealth, labor-market earnings, labor supply and hourly earnings --in both short and long form. It is worth noting that the exact form matters less than simply including questions on economic phenomena in the first place.
A. FAMILY INCOME IN LAST CALENDAR YEAR
What was the total combined income of all members of this family in 1999? Please include money from jobs, net income from business, farm or rent, pensions, dividends, welfare, social security payments and any other money income received by you or any other family member. 
TABLE 2: RECOMMENDED MEDIUM-LENGTH QUESTIONS ON HOUSEHOLD INCOME IN THE PREVIOUS CALENDAR YEAR
We want to get an idea of the total combined income of all members of this family in 1999.
REPEAT THE FOLLOWING FOR EVERY FAMILY MEMBER AGE 16 OR OLDER:
A. EARNINGS If the research is focused upon recent economic activity, "last month" can be substituted for 1999 as the reference period in all questions.
If high-quality reports of one type of income are of particular relevance for your study, then additional detail and quality can be gained by adding the following questions, structured here for Worker's Compensation and taken from the 1998 Current Population Survey, March supplement.
"What is the easiest way for you to report (name's/your) Worker's Compensation; weekly, every other week, twice a month, monthly, or yearly?" The highest correlation was observed for a simple average of earnings over the three months prior to the interview. Since the true variation in earnings for workers in this single company was considerably smaller than earnings variance for a more representative sample of workers, these and all other correlations from the validation study are probably biased downward, although their relative sizes are still useful indicators of relative validity. 3 The timing of when during the subsequent year the previous-calendar-year questions are asked may affect data quality. April is probably the optimal month for asking about income in the previous calendar year. However, the fact that Rodgers et al. (1993) interviewed their subjects in July and August and still obtained reasonably valid data indicates that the timing dimension is not crucial.
